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Since its recovery in the fifties of the twentieth century, Kate Chopin’s The 
Awakening has drawn much critical attention for its discussion of the conflict between 
women’s domestic duties and their self-awareness and individuality. Most times, Edna 
Pontellier’s pursuit of true love is considered the main embodiment of that 
individuality. However, I think there is another important embodiment of female 
self-awareness—art. The three main women characters in The Awakening are all 
related to art to different degrees, and their artistic achievements are in proportion to 
their growth as an individual. Therefore, this thesis aims to interpret the three different 
kinds of artistic experiences as embodied in these three women. It will analyze their 
respective achievement, limit, and the social roots behind them. Adele and Edna are 
hindered in their artistic pursuits by their responsibilities as wife and mother. Though 
Edna later gets rid of the bondages of domestic duties as she gradually gains 
self-awareness and self-growth, she gets stuck in the love affair with Robert, and still 
cannot be fully devoted to her painting. Mademoiselle Reisz is just the opposite of 
them. She remains single her whole life in order to pursue her music, and she does 
become a famous artist, achieving remarkable musical sophistication. Yet she pays a 
great price for that—her repression of her own physical and psychological needs leads 
to serious psychological problems. Therefore, Chopin’s intention in involving these 
women in art is more than just showing how women are affected in their 
self-developments by domestic duties, but is to suggest a comprehensive and balanced 
way of life, that is, women should have family and emotional life and career at the 
same time, and should try to find a balance between these two things. Art in the novel 
is the synonym of career and individuality, representing an identity separate from a 
woman’s required roles as mother and wife.  
Besides, the thesis also discusses the role music plays in the novel. Music has 
profound influences on the novel’s structure and themes. It not only connects to the 















Edna’s awakening and self-growth. It serves Chopin’s multiple purposes, and through 
it, Chopin demonstrates her high artistic skills as an artist.  
Chopin’s own experiences as a female artist is discussed in the introduction and 
chapter four, but is approached mainly from her dealing with contemporary reviewers 
and readers. She was not so confined by her domestic duties as by social expectations 
of women professionals, which included the attentiveness to family duties and the 
keeping of femininity. Though Chopin disguised herself to some extent to meet the 
public expectations, her writing of the three art-engaged women can be seen as her 
secret criticism of those expectations, and she uses their experiences to project the 
possible outcomes of nineteenth-century women’s pursuit of art.  
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Kate Chopin had successfully created a careless public image toward writing. Per 
Seyersted’s The Complete Works of Kate Chopin includes a passage in which Chopin 
poked fun at her own activities of writing and relegated her short stories to mere 
leisure-time by-products from diligent housewife work. Claiming to have no writing 
techniques or “artificialities”, she was “completely at the mercy of unconscious 
selection”, which led to the waste of many materials of creative value (Chopin, 1997: 
722). Similar excuses were used in her disclaimer of responsibility for the 
controversial contents of The Awakening, when the book was severely assaulted by 
moral-conscious male critics: how Edna fares is a result of chances, while she, the 
author, just “thr[e]w them (the characters) together” and let them work out for 
themselves (Chopin, 1994: 178). While the statements didn’t save the book from 
disapproving reviews, such a “nonchalant author” image survived through both 
Daniel Rankin and Per Seyersted’s biographies of Chopin, until “Rankin-Marhefka 
Fragments and her manuscript account notebooks” were recovered in the 1990s and 
revealed the “committed, ambitious” writer underneath, according to Emily Toth 
(1999b: 8).  
Chopin’s deceptive remarks served two functions. First, they helped establish her as 
a good mother and housewife in the public eyes. Second, by claiming effortless and 
spontaneous writing, she implied her unique talent as an author. The former is easy to 
perceive and readily understood by modern critics and readers—it is often considered 
a common practice among most nineteenth-century career women—writers, 
musicians, businesswomen alike—to use the image of the caring mother and wife to 
reduce hostile opinions about them in the society. Wendy Martin interprets Chopin’s 
disclaimer of responsibility as “feigned innocence and conspicuous naiveté”, saying 
that they are “traditional feminine gambits to gain the protection of men” (2007: 9). 















make, because “a woman who seemed too pushy would have less commercial (and 
personal) success than one who was charming and self-deprecating” (1999a: 165).  
Her second purpose was less obvious, however. By emphasizing the few efforts she 
made in achieving literary success, Chopin actually touted her own talent as a 
professional author. Her motive has strong social roots. In nineteenth-century America, 
there existed in the society a widespread fervor of writing, which developed into a 
social phenomenon termed “writer’s itch”. People, especially women, were keen to 
put their thoughts to the pen and get printed out of various motives. Nathanial 
Hawthorne’s famous complaint about “scribbling women” was made under such 
backgrounds. The increasing number of women involved in writing threatened less 
audience and smaller market for professional authors, female professional authors in 
particular, who had to compete with male authors against sexual discrimination from 
publishers as well. As Susan S. Williams notices, partially out of fear of this 
additional burden, some famous women authors stressed the importance of “talent” in 
defining authorship and made a distinction between talented author and amateur 
writer. Harriet Beecher Stowe, for example, states after her transition to professional 
authorship because of the success of Uncle Tom’s Cabin that authorship is 
distinguished by “a talent that is readily discernible by others” (Williams, 2006: 27). 
Rose Terry Cooke, too, defines authorship as “a specific calling that only those with a 
‘natural gift’ or ‘talent’ should undertake” (2006: 27). If we recall Mademoiselle 
Reisz’s view of what it is like being an artist in The Awakening, we would find similar 
logic: “To be an artist includes much; one must possess many gifts—absolute 
gifts—which have not been acquired by one’s own effort” (Chopin, 1994: 61). 
Therefore, using Mademoiselle Reisz to express her viewpoint concerning artistry, 
Kate Chopin also indirectly affirmed her own authorship.  
Whether it is the emphasizing on domestic interests or the establishing of 
authorship, they are but Kate Chopin’s steps to achieve an important goal, that is, 
promoting her works and herself as an author. She aspired to a national fame, and 
driven by the strong desire to be recognized, learned to make compromises to and 















motivation in doing so in her diary after the publication of Bayou Folk: “I fear it was 
the commercial instinct which decided me. I want the book to succeed” (Toth, 1999a: 
154). Emily Toth wittily captures Chopin’s utilitarianism in calling Kate Chopin in her 
early years of career “more of an entrepreneur than a philosopher” bent on “figuring 
out how to write what would sell” (1999a: 126).  
At the time, William Dean Howells was the most influential literary figure in 
America. His words carried such considerable weight that they could help a writer 
establish his or her reputation. Kate Chopin unsuccessfully sought to impress him by 
modeling on his style and writing techniques. She also spent three years, on and off, 
revising a story in order to appear in a national magazine. When the Century 
magazine’s editor Richard Watson Gilder showed an inclination to accept the story, 
she replied with a “rather fawning letter” (Toth, 1999a: 131). Similarly deceptive she 
was in dealing with readers. To meet the expectation ordinary readers had for a 
female author, she read books to women’s clubs, attended various writers’ 
conferences she had no interest in, and collaborated with journalists to create her 
housewife image. When being with conventional people whose approval she sought, 
she would also avoid mentioning Maupassant, her favorite writing model, knowing 
that his radicalness was not welcome in the St. Louis circles. The situation did not 
change until she found a market in Vogue, a magazine known for its publication of 
“fearless and truthful portrayals of women’s lives” (1999a: 172). After that, Chopin 
was more comfortable in showing her true nature, but she still kept that revelation to 
a limited degree.  
Her strategies worked. As Toth comments, Kate Chopin was an “immediate” 
literary success “by almost any standards”: “Within four years she was appearing in 
the most prestigious national magazines. Her first short story collection, Bayou Folk, 
gained nationwide acclaim; her second, A Night in Acadie, was well-received” (1994: 
117). Though her vibrant language and elegant style were decisive to her success, the 
parts her promotional tactics play cannot be ignored. She could not have gained 
access to the literary market in the first place had she not concealed her radical 















that fabricated “spontaneous” writing style practically protected her through her 
increasingly outspoken career of creation. It is indeed a strange mixture—those 
unconventional stories bespeaking of a radical soul of their author and her deliberate 
disguised image as a conventional being, but Chopin managed to survive, develop, 
and prosper in the literary circle through what seemed a self-contradictory lie.  
In a sense, The Awakening can be read as Chopin’s calculated response to and 
criticism of the public expectations for female authors and artists in general. She 
remains prudent on these matters, but also manages to indicate some truth of her 
artistic career through the three main women characters in the book. By involving 
them in artistic pursuits, Chopin shows the extent to which a woman’s artistic 
development can be affected by her roles as a mother and wife, or her pursuit of love. 
The model wife and mother in the novel, Adele Ratignolle, devotes herself totally to 
her family duties and is hindered in turn in further artistic development. Edna 
Pontellier, the protagonist, is also limited in her artistic pursuit as a result of her 
devotion to love affairs. The only true female artist in the book is an old maid, 
Mademoiselle Reisz, who is free from conventional bondages and dedicates her whole 
life to perfection of artistry. Artistic achievement, as Chopin implies, is gained 
through hard work and full devotion. It is hard to be a dedicated housewife and a 
successful artist at the same time.  
Despite all the difficulties she encounters in her writing career, Chopin understands 
the biggest obstacle a woman has in her pursuit of art comes from herself, that is, lack 
of belief in her own rights, other than social restrictions. Yet the pursuit of career does 
not necessarily involve the rejection of a woman’s roles as a wife and mother. Rather, 
women can and should have both. The mother and wife roles are not merely social 
imposition on women, but they are also the natural outcomes of a woman’s needs of 
love. All three women in her book cannot strike a balance between one role and 
another. Tragically, Chopin perceives failure in their lives, but fails to see her own 
incoming one brought about by the exact book.  
The Awakening was fiercely attacked by mainstream critics after publication and 















glimpses of sensuality” (佚名, 1994: 166). The late nineteenth-century American 
society during which the story happens was strictly governed by patriarchal orders; 
middle and upper class women, to which Edna belongs, were looked to as models of 
good wifely and motherly virtues. What Edna does not only violated the “correct” 
social norms, but brought disgrace to the whole rich class. It was not until the 1950s 
that The Awakening began attracting both critical and public attention again, thanks to 
the effort of Van Wyck Brooks, Cyrille Arnavon, Kenneth Eble, Edmund Wilson, and 
other literary critics. The elegant style of Chopin’s writing played an important part in 
the novel’s recovery, but its brave and frank treatment of the sensitive issues of 
extra-marital affairs and female passion was what counted most. The book gained 
nationwide attention after Per Seyersted’s publication of Chopin’s biography and her 
complete works, which “coincided with, and was influenced by the beginnings of 
feminist criticism and its transformation of the literary canon” (Culley, 1994: 160). 
Critical articles flourished thereafter, securing both Kate Chopin and the novel of their 
place in the canon of American literature, a place long overdue to them. 
  Besides its theme of adultery and women’s sexuality, the artistic engagements of 
the three main women characters in The Awakening—Adele Ratignolle, Edna 
Pontellier, and Mademoiselle Reisz—have also received much attention. Critics show 
a unanimous agreement in linking the three’s artistry to their identity as women. Art 
and their role as women are perceived as inseparable, and interaction between those 
two forms the dynamic of discussion.  
The most positive comment about Adele Ratignolle is from Elaine Showalter. 
Seeing Adele a “surrogate mother” for Edna, Showalter calls her “art” a “maternal 
project” (2007: 45). Showalter says: “Women’s art, as Adele presents it, is social, 
pleasant, and undemanding. It does not conflict with her duties as a wife and mother, 
and can even be seen to enhance them” (2007: 45). A similarly affirmative viewpoint 
comes from Suzanne Wolkenfeld, who praises Adele as a “dutiful wife” embodying 
“the fertility of nature and the harmony of marital union”, and her family-orientation 
of “forays into art” (1994: 246). However, Doris Davis categorizes Adele as one of 















James Huneker, is passing as a type of musicians (2004: 89). Kathryn Seidel also 
notes that for Adele, music is a kind of “domestic decoration” (1993: 199). Michael T. 
Gilmore does not directly comment on Adele’s music, but sees in her complete 
conformity with her husband “a representational aesthetic”. He argues that Adele’s 
espousal of “affinity between husband and wife” leads her to “crave likeness in art”, 
which is “the complete agreement between image and object, the representation and 
the thing represented” (2007: 68).  
  Comments on Edna’s art are always linked to her self-growth and change. Michael 
T. Gilmore, affirming Edna’s improvement in painting, attributes that to her “rejection 
of Creole marriage and evolving dedication to self-expression” (2007: 78). Yet 
Cynthia Griffin Wolff’s attitude towards the heroine’s artistic enterprise is not so 
optimistic. She notes the painting activity is good for Edna’s mental health, who is 
obsessed with a “fundamental longing for suffusion, fulfillment and incorporation”, “a 
general desire for sustained ecstasy”, but also argues that Edna’s passive nature ruins 
her own development (1994: 234). Unable to actively define her relationship to the 
world, Edna “is at the mercy of” her art, which becomes not “a defense against [her] 
inner turmoil” as some critics believe, but only “a reflection” of that (1994: 237). 
Jules Chametzky incisively detects one of the book’s main concerns shown in Edna’s 
struggle, that is “how to be free in one’s self and for one’s self but still meaningfully 
connected to others” (1994: 222). It is Edna’s problem with her art, too. Chametzky 
dismisses Mademoiselle Reisz’s suggestion to Edna, which she describes as taking the 
form of “urging a kind of self-sufficiency that is as selfless as the marriage vow…a 
renunciation…of the flesh and conventional human relationships” (1994: 222). 
Besides her painting, Edna’s musical talent also captures much attention. Again, 
Michael T. Gilmore praises her appreciation of “the nonrepresentational art form of 
music”, and aligns her awakening with “music’s self-sufficiency” and “the abstraction 
of modernist art” (2007: 78).  
  Mademoiselle Reisz, the real artist in the book, also receives mixed opinions. Her 
artistry is seldom questioned, but her personality is a point of hot controversy among 















figure’, a ‘lesbian’ prototype, a ‘surrogate love’, a ‘conjurer’, or even a ‘witch’” 
(Davis, 2004: 89). She is mysterious and enigmatic, unlike Adele with her neat and 
clear image, with whom the pianist is always compared. Showalter suggests that Reisz 
is a “surrogate lover” for Edna, seeing something “perverse” in her attraction to Edna, 
“something more intense than friendship” (2007: 46). She notices Mademoiselle 
Reisz’s control over Edna’s and Robert’s love affair. However, she also reasons 
Mademoiselle Reisz “speak[s] for [Kate Chopin’s] view of art and for the artist”, 
raising the pianist to a height of thematic importance (2007: 46). Nicole Camastra’s 
opinion about Mademoiselle Reisz is all praise. The weird pianist becomes a 
personification of Frederic Chopin, Camastra argues, which he proves with evidence 
of their similarities and other allusions Kate makes in the book. Similarly affirmative 
is Doris Davis, who examines Kate Chopin’s characterization of Mademoiselle Reisz 
against the background of “nineteenth-century conceptualizations of female concert 
pianists”, and argues that Mademoiselle Reisz “embodies these perceptions and 
reflects Chopin’s own sense of aesthetics” (2004: 89). There are different opinions, 
too. Joseph Church, for example, thinks of Mademoiselle Reisz as “a cautionary 
figure, a self-serving and self-deceived artist who misuses her talent” (2006: 20). 
Kathryn Seidel examines closely Edna’s encounters with the pianist, and points out 
that Reisz’s characteristics would recognizably be associated with lesbianism in the 
1890s.  
  In China, studies on The Awakening began relatively late. It is not until 1985 did 
the first essay about the book appear, and critical essays appear on a large scale only 
after 2000. As in the West, Edna’s rebellion against the traditional expectations of 
virtuous, angel-like women holds most of the attention, but there are also some 
discussions about the three main characters’ artistic pursuit, though not as many, and 
usually concentrating on Edna’s painting and Mademoiselle Reisz’s music. Zhang Li’s 
essay titled “Characterization of the New Woman—Female Awakening as a Human 
Being in the First Place” is probably the most comprehensive one that addresses the 
three women characters’ art. Zhang deems art an important factor that symbolizes a 















patriarchal society”, and lavishes high praise on Mademoiselle Reisz’s “absolute 
courage to cast behind social bondages of women” and “raise herself” (2009: 112). 
The pursuit of painting helps Edna “construct her identity and position”, and “shows 
her determination and courage as a human being” (2009: 112). Zhang Li’s affirmation 
of painting’s significance in Edna’s growth is shared by many scholars. Long Ya, for 
example, asserts that the pursuit of painting is Edna’s “another important attempt of 
self-realization” (2009, 94). Gu Qun points out that Edna’s art helps “maintain her 
personality integrity”, and enables her economic independence, which coincides with 
Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own (2009: 151). Gu Hongli also comments that 
painting involves Edna in the “limited social work” and contributes to her economic 
independence (2002: 56). As to Mademoiselle Reisz, criticism divides mainly on her 
relationship with the world in general as a result of her pursuit of art. She is thought of 
as a brave fighter by some on one hand, as is the traditional attitude, and as an 
incomplete person on the other hand by others. According to Wei Zhaoqiu, Reisz’s 
existence as a human being is not complete, because “her lifestyle is not accepted and 
recognized by the society, and having no male friends or partners, she loses an 
extremely important aspect of her existence as a woman—the relationship with men, 
both physically and psychologically” (2000: 82). Zhang Li expresses the same 
viewpoint when lamenting Reisz’s abandonment of her “human nature and desires” in 
order to achieve independence and freedom (2006: 60). To her, Reisz is not “the real 
owner of herself”, being “incorporated by the male-centered society” in a different 
way, and lives a “self-deceiving” life (2006: 60).  
  On the whole, western studies on the artistic aspect of The Awakening are more 
diverse in perspectives and deeper in discussion. However, in all reviews, the three 
female characters’ artistic pursuits are discussed as evidence or arguments that are 
used to support the bigger aim of exploring their self emancipation from the fetters of 
patriarchy. Art is thus subordinated, and is not an end in itself. What’s more, I have 
found no critical essays that juxtapose the three women together and systematically 
study their relationship with art. So this thesis aims to bridge such a gap. 
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